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Borough Corporation and Parliamentary Election in Britain in 
the first period of the parliamentary reform movement: A Case 
Study of Bridgwater in the late 1760s
AOKI, Yasushi
　　The present paper explores the political role of the corporation of 
Bridgwater, Somerset, in the parliamentary election in the late 1760s. 
The case is especially interesting, for the corporation dared to argue 
in its petition, presented to the House of Commons in November 1768, 
that the electorate of the borough should be very restrictive, just when 
the Wilkite movement spread widely to critically show the oligarchic 
character of the current parliament and the parliamentary reform 
movement eventually leading to the reform of 1832 was to emerge. The 
corporation’s petition was drafted in opposition to the one presented 
by Anne Poulett, who failed to obtain a seat in the general election of 
March 1768 at Bridgwater, claiming that the then mayor of Bridgwater, 
as returning officer, behaved unfairly in favour of his rival candidates, 
Viscount Perceval and Benjamin Allen. Allen, who won a seat, was 
a Capital Burgess, member of the corporation of Bridgwater, while 
Anne Poulett was a brother of the third Earl Poulett, the patron of 
Bridgwater.
　　The election battle of 1768 at Bridgwater and the following petition 
battle were fiercely fought between the patron family and the urban 
corporation. The records of the corporation’s council meetings show 
that the corporation became active in the late 1760s, its members being 
more informed of and interested in their historical rights and functions. 
It should also be noted that a change of generation took place within 
the corporation members and its officeholders in the late 1760s. In 
March 1769, the House of Commons negated the corporation’s claim 
that only the corporation members could vote, and Anne Poulett was 
declared duly elected in place of Viscount Perceval. The corporation 
of Bridgwater lost the battle, and the nature of this battle was 
seemingly oligarchic, for the corporation tried to limit the electorate 
only to corporation members. However, it can also be thought to be 
anti-oligarchic, because it was to oppose the electoral influence of the 
aristocratic landed family. The facts that Benjamin Allen was to attend 
a popular meeting of reformers and to be called a “friend to liberty” 
support the latter interpretation.
